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KALENDAR
2008. 10 mins.  16mm print. 
CLAY
2008. 15 mins. 16mm print.  
VIDEO DIARY
2011. 83 mins.  Digital Projection. 

Selections from “The Ukrainian Time Machine: An Interview with Naomi Uman” by Julia Dzwonkoski and Kye Potter from The Sky Opened Up With Answers, April 16, 2008

You chose to live in the village instead of Uman.

Yeah, Uman’s a post-Soviet city. I wouldn’t want to live there. The cities in the Ukraine, in general, are not my cup of tea at all. They are very materialistic, status conscious. I don’t find the people that friendly. The villages are like paradise, like family. I taught English at the school for a few weeks when the English teacher was sick. That was great. I know every single person in the village. There are a thousand people there. Lisa Marr and Paolo Davanzo, from the Echo Park Film Center in Los Angeles, came the first summer I was there. They showed experimental films in the football field. They liked the village so much that we decided to do a tour. There were some musicians in the village who wanted to perform and we wanted to show Vlad’s film. We rented a van and bought a generator and did this 5000 km tour of the Ukraine. It was phenomenal. I showed the first film from the Ukrainian series, Kalendar (2007). They had their program of language-neutral films and they made

music. We would just roll up into a village and ask permission to hang a screen somewhere and show movies. They would sing and then usually someone from that village would sing. It was magical and it opened so many doors for me because I had been living there in this village, sort of like an island, and now I know these people in the cultural world from

all over the Ukraine. Suddenly there is a real community of artists and it feels so vital. It’s not like here where that has always existed. It feels like

a place on the verge of change so it’s really exciting.

You decided to buy a house there?

My fellowship was extended and I’m going back in the fall. I’m going to teach one day every two weeks in Kiev and continue living in the village.

!e idea of buying the house was that we’d always have a place and that this place is part of the village and keeps it interesting. We want the house to be an artist residency. No money. All we ask of people who

want to go there is that they do something of benefit to the village and something of benefit to the house. Whatever that means. The house needs a lot of work. But it’s really affordable, $200 to replace a roof. It’s

very inexpensive in general. The house cost $4,000 and it’s on a big piece of land. We couldn’t actually buy it in our names so it’s in the name of a friend of mine that lives across the street. It’s already benefiting my neighbor Maria. She wanted to use the garden to plant pumpkins for her animals. All kinds of good things have resulted.

Do most people grow their own food?

Well, the villagers could not live without growing their own food. This one guy now has email and he sent me a picture of his cherry tree in blossom. He sent a picture of him and his wife with their potatoes.

They’re intellectuals. They don’t love the land, they’re like: “fuck the land,” you know, but they have to grow stuff. In the picture they look like they’re being punished. You have to also keep in mind that this is a place that’s lived through intense hardship. During the communist period, Stalin took every grain of wheat, every piece of food. They came and took peoples’ furniture. They took everything. There are still people alive who remember that time, 1932-33. Vlad wanted to collect stories of the people that still remember and I had been teaching video to kids, so we started interviewing people.All of them talk about people eating people. I mean, nobody says: “I ate a person,” but they all talk about somebody else doing it. And people were killing children to eat them. There is a mass grave, 3,000 Jews, not far from the village. One of my friends in the village, who is in her midsixties, was born in Austria because her parents were prisoners during the Second World War. 
One of the films features a group of village women singing traditional songs.

The village grannies are sitting outside of the local store eating ice cream and they tell me this story of the first time ice cream was brought to the village. Nobody had a refrigerator. People in the village, to this day, earn about $150 a month, that’s what a schoolteacher makes. So a refrigerator is very expensive. After I shot them they burst into song. And it turns out there is a group of grandmothers, I call them grannies, the word is Babuschki. They love that word and use it to describe themselves—it’s not like calling someone an old bag or something. So they sang this song for me and I’d made a mistake with the tape recorder, pushed pause instead of play, so I missed the song. I was super bummed out but I asked them if they could do it again. They said: "Don’t worry, we’ll come to your house and sing. When is a good day?" Cooking for days, homemade vodka, homemade bread andvareneki, boiled dumplings. They just kept coming and they came in costumes, traditional, embroidered outfits. I didn’t know what to expect. It was a huge deal partly 
because they had stopped singing. They used to sing together but the tradition had stopped. At the party, Lisa and Paolo sang to them and then they sang together. It was amazing. Now they sing together at my house.

Some time later, a group of Georgian musicians came and they sang for each other. A young friend of mine who sings traditional Ukrainian music in the city of Lviv was visiting me and he always dresses in a Cossack outfit and smokes a pipe. He has a funny Cossack hairdo. There are no freaks in the Ukraine. At least you never see them. This guy is a superfreak. The grannies came in and he met this one woman who is 72 years old. The instant they met they were like: “Let’s have a wedding! Let’s get married!” And so they pretended to be the bride and groom. They sat at the head of the table. I had this wreath of plastic flowers to put on her head because the bride traditionally wears a wreath of flowers. The whole night we pretended they were getting married. They called me the mother. I was the mother of the bride. And now this singing group of grannies just told me they were on national television. Music is a seed that blooms over and over again. I feel lucky to be a part of it.

Tell us about the film called Kalendar.

I’d been studying Russian and when I awoke to the reality that no one in the village spoke Russian, I began taking Ukrainian lessons with the Ukrainian teachers in the school. !ey were teaching me but

it was very difficult for them because they didn’t speak any English and my Russian was rudimentary. When they taught me the months of the year, they would point at stuff. It was July when I was studying and they were drying Leipen, which are Linden flowers. When they told me the name they pointed to the flower. !en they went through all the months, teaching me what the names meant and I instantly had an idea for a movie. I was so excited. I asked if I could come back and film them making tea. !at’s why they were drying flowers, for tea. I came back the following week and they had picked Linden flowers from a Linden tree and placed them on a nearby tree so that I could film them picking the flowers and not have to move the camera. They cheated the shot for me. So that was where the idea came from.
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